A Bid For Setf-Determination

Telieve it or not, it all began w 1519,

As World War T came to a close in 1919, a young thmamuc pdi’ iot named Nguyen That Thanh arnived in
Paris to speak with the powerful men ¢ cez. On behalf of his people living within the
mpice in Indochina, Thanh asked 1ha, American leaders for gmata rights. He hoped to take American
President Woodrow Wilson up on his promise to free Vietnam from colontal rule. But Thanh, discovered that
freedom would not be granted from the French. The British and the French refused to give freedom to their
colonies, and despite Thanh's direct appeal to US President Woodrow Wilson, the English, French, and
American governments ultimately ignored his pleas
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In the following years, Thanh, angered by the Western condescendin g titudes puraucu new ways to find
Vietnam's freadom. In the 1920s, while still in France, he joined the x ‘ v. With the adopted name
o Chi Mimh, meaning "enlightened one,” he planned to take his teac:hmgs home- to Vietnam to awaken hig

own people, to unite and train them, and to lead them o their own revolution.
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¢ Chi Minh's Declaration of Independence

By 1941, Ho Chi Minh was preparing {or he independence movement in Vietnan, but it appeared that the
struggle would not be against French mile after all. World War Il was under way, and the Japanese-—allied
with Germany and Ialy against Brifain and France—had seized French Indochina. Minh, along with fellow
Vietnamese rebels, organized the Viet Minh, a military league commitied to the fight for Vietnamese selfrule.
Aided by both the Soviet Union and the United States during the war years, the Viel Minh waged a.secrel war
against the Japanese occupation. When in Acgust 1945, J dered to the Allied powers and gave up its
holdings in Indochina, Ho Chi Minh became confident that he and the Viet Minh would at last gain freedom
for their country. So sure was the nationalist leader that in early beptemher he dlmouziced the creation of the
“Dermocratic Republic of Vietnam”, Directly referencing the ¥ . \/hnh
addre%sed his people: "All men are creat i, T
5. Amnong The e, Liberty, and

But another opporiunity for freedom had been brief. American leaders overruled Ho Chi Minh, agresing that
Vietnam would be split in two; Minh's nationalist forces did not gain control over either the North or the
South, and no Western power recognized his Democratic Republic. What's more, France wanted to reclaim its
lost colony. But He Chi Minh and the Viet Minh were well prepared to resist those efforts, and by the end of
1946, the France-Vietnamese War had begun.

To Prevent the Spread of Communism

Meanwhile, with the end of W« i1, the United States and its one-time ally, the Soviet Union, ¢lashed
over the reorganization of the postwar woﬂu Rach percetved the other as a sigmfBicant threat to 3ts national
security, and #s influence over the globe. To the United States, the USSR was a Communist menace, intent on
gpreading iis anti-democratic ideals by any means necessary. A then, became
increasingly dedicated the destruction of governmentis percetved as fm:ndly o the Soviet power, and to the
preservation of those regimes willing to fight Communism.




©Wortd War T had sparked anti-colonial movemenis across the globe, and the United Stales government had,
for the most part, had let nattons decide for themselves whether they wanted independence. But the U.S.
supported the French against Ho Chi Minh's struggle to establish an independent—and Communist— Vietnam.
With the Soviet threat growing, concerns over a Communist fakeover in Viemam scared America.

Sacrificing Democracy for Democracy

But the Communists succeeded 1n Vietnam; in 1954, with the decisive Viet Minh victory at the battle of Ilien
Tiien Phu, French forces swrendered and agreed to a set of treaties. In these Geneva Accords, the Freach
accepted the Viet Minh's demands to evacuate all troops from Vietnam. Though northern and southern regions
remained divided, the treaties stated that in twe vears unification would be possible through free elections. In
July 1954, the Vietmamese people would have a chance to decide whether they preferred to unite under a
Communist regime {based in the North) or under a pro-Western (pro-French) government.

As the first President of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in the North, Ho Chi Mink hoped to avoid
further setbacks and see national elections administered i 1956 as promised. Minh was confident that he
would win the election against any opponent representing the government in the South. But Minh's plan for the
peaceful joining of Vietnam all depended on whether the Geneva A ceords would be observed by the South

States. Diem's regime and the United Statés government refused to acknowledge both the Accords and the plan
for national electtons. Again, Ho Chi Minh's plan for Viemamese independence had been foiled.

In an effort to strengthen a democratic, anti-Communist state i South Vietnam in opposition to Minh's
Commnunist government in the North, the United Siates accidently produced a tyrannical, brutal government.
President DHem in South Vietnam was an extremely unpopular leader who refused to allow his people o
participate in the democratic process and instead punished s opposition. Sall, for eight vears, the U.S.
government poured military and econonc aid into South Vietram o support Diem's government.

America's Fatal Mistakes

By the end of 1964, the American War in Vieinam was in fuli swing. But against whom, exactly, were the
Americans fighting? It wasn't entirely ciear to U.S. political and military leaders. By the early 1960s, the
communist-ted National Liberation Front (NLF) and its mikitary arm, the Viet Cong, had launched a full-scale
guerriila revolution against Ngo Dinh Diem and the American-supported Republic of Vietnam in the South.
The NLF and the Viet Cong were founded in the South and largely independent of the North. Yet, in order to
crush the vietcong resistance in South Vietnam, the United States launched an aggressive war against Ho Chi
Minh and the government in North Vietnam. Why?

It may not seem rational, but in fact it made perfect sense to leaders in Washington who assumed that revolting
factions in South Vietnam were controlled by Communist powers in the North, who were, in tun, supported
by the Communist regimes in China and the Soviet Union. To destroy the communist resistance in the South—
and to defend against the spread of Communism throughout the globe--it seemed necessary to crush the
government 1 North Vietnam.

American leaders made horrible errors in continuing the war in Vietnam. Several presidents, and their political
and military advisors, presumed that airborne bombardment i the North would ease the ground war m the
South by cutting ofl supply lines to the Viet Cong and ulimately forcing Communist leaders to surrender.
During the ten most brutal years of the Vietnam War, the United States clung to two fatal illusions: it assumed
that military might and superior firepower would win the war, and it underestimated——and, frankly,




misunderstood—ithe flerce nationalism that drove the Northern Vietnamese resisience and justified insane
sacrifices. Chusier hombs, napalm air strikes, search and destrov missions, water joriure, deadly chemical
sprays, and huﬂe number% of casuaities (by 1967, some 3,000 Vieinamese casualtzeq were reporled each

month} did little to break the will of the American enemy, and never ensured a U.S. victory.

The Unwinnable W

The reality was that the war in Vietnam: was not about two separaie coun for the Vietnamese, this was a
war about one country with two waming factions, and the weakcr of those two had essentially been created and
certainly bolstered by the U5, The aim of the American war campaign——o grind down the enemy until the
Communists in the North agreed to abandon their bid for control of the South——was impaossible.

By the time the United States realized that the war was wi 2, it was already too late. In 1973, when
President Nixon withdrew the last U.S. ground troops, nearly 60,000 Americans were dead, thousands more
suffered from the physical and psychological resuits of the brutal warfare in the jungles of Vietmam, and the
American people had learned to distrust their leaders and to question their nation's motives.

In 1975, South Vietnamese government forces surrendered o the NLF and the North Vielnamese Army.
Vietnam was, at la st umma—ﬂmﬁ united under a Communist government. The U.S. had officialty failed to
chieve its o . The U8, accustomed to grand victories, suffered its first major defeat; the

"longest war" was a military, political, dﬂd social disasier, one that would haunt Americans for du,czdes.

Text modified from original text content on shmoop (htp//www .shunoop.com/vietnam-war/summary.html)
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